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SEARCHING  THE  MIND  OF  CHRIST 
( III )    Jesus  on  Prayer 


The  forgotten  man  in  our  society  is  the  "inner  man." 
Action  is  the  order  of  the  day  as  one  problem  after  another 
"out  there"  claims  our  attention  and  commands  our  energies. 
Quiet  times  and  seasons  of  reflection  seem  almost  treason- 
able in  a  crisis-ridden  worid»    Yesterday,  yes.    Tomorrow( 
maybe .    But  today,  no. 

Increasingly  we  live  from  the  outside  in  rather  than 
the  inside  outo    The  causes  to  which  we  give  ourselves  are 
deemed  more  important  than  the  selves  we  give.    The  proof 
for  ail  of  this  centers  in  our  uneasiness  with  prayer.    Even 
in  the  church,  commitment  to  prayer  is  half-hearted  and 
unsteady. 

It  is  not  my  intention  this  morning  to  attempt  an 
apologetic  for  prayer.    I  believe  Samuel  Johnson  was  right 
when  he  turned  to  Bosweil  and  said,    "Sir,  there  are  no 
arguments  for  prayer."    Rather,  before  my  own  heart  and, 
hopefully,  before  yours,  I  should  like  to  place  two  truths. 
First,  prayer  was  a  vital  part  of  Jesus'  life.    Second,  Jesus 
intended  that  it  be  a  vital  part  of  ours . 


Prayer  was  a  vital  part  of  Jesus'  life.    Jesus'  life 
cannot  be  understood  apart  from  his  reliance  on  prayer.    A 
fair  amount  of  literature  is  being  written  these  days  about 
Jesus  as  a  revolutionary.    Attention  is  being  called  to  his 
alleged  power  tactics,  his  knack  for  setting  up  confrontations 
his  relentless  crusade  against  the  establishment.    Out  of  all 
of  this  I  suspect  that  we  will  eventually  have  to  revise  our 
picture  of  Jesus.    We  will  come  to  see  that  he  was  not  the 
benign  figure  with  the  Mona  Lisa  smile  that  tradition  imag- 
ined him  to  be. 


Yet j  in  concentrating  on  the  rugged  qualities  of  lead- 
ership that  Jesus  doubtless  possessed  we  should  not  forget 
that  from  first  to  last  Jesus  was  a  man  of  prayer.    We  dare 
not,  by  the  process  of  selective  recalls  come  up  with  a  dis- 
torted picture  of  Jesus  that  would  ignore  the  devotional  side 
of  his  life. 

It  was  ail  in  a  day's  work  for  him.    In  Capernaum  he 
taught  in  the  synagogue  and  cast  out  an  unclean  spirit.     He 
went  from  there  to  the  house  of  Simon  and  Andrew  where  he 
healed  Peter's  wife's  mother.    That  very  evening  after  the 
sun  went  down  they  brought  to  him  ail  who  were  ill  or  pos- 
sessed by  devils,  so  that  the  gospel  writer  could  say  "and 
the  whole  town  was  there  gathered  at  the  door."    The  Scrip- 
tures go  on  to  report  that  "Very  early  the  next  morning 
(after  a  day  like  that)  Jesus  got  up  and  went  out.     He  went 
away  to  a  lonely  spot  and  remained  there  in  prayer." 

(Mk  1:35  NEB) 

Parents  brought  their  children  to  Jesus  that  he  might 
lay  his  hands  upon  them  and  pray  for  them.     He  prayed  be- 
fore he  worked  his  mighty  miracles.    He  prayed  before  he 
chose  his  disciples.    He  prayed  in  the  garden.    He  prayed 
on  the  cross.    He  had  the  ability  that  Robert  E.  Speer  de- 
scribed as  the  "power  of  abstraction."    We  read  in  the  gos- 
pel, for  example,  that  "as  he  was  praying  alone  the  disci- 
pies  were  with  him."    (Luke  9:18  )    He  could  be  surrounded 
by  a  host  of  people,  even  those  who  were  very  close  to  him, 
and  at  the  same  time  maintain  contact  with  his  Father  in 
heaven. 

So  obvious  and  so  appealing  was  Jesus'  reliance  on 
prayer  that  his  disciples  sought  to  emulate  him  in  this  above 
all  else.    They  did  not  turn  to  him  and  say  "Lord,  teach  us 
to  preach."    Nor  did  they  turn  to  him  and  say  "Lord,  teach 
us  to  teach."    They  did  not  turn  to  him  and  say  "Lord,  teach 
us  to  work  miracles."    But  they  did  turn  to  him  and  say 
"Lord,  teach  us  to  pray." 
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Prayer  was  a  vital  part  of  Jesus'  life  and  he  intended 
that  it  be  a  vital  part  of  ours0    To  Jesus  prayer  was  simply 
conversation  with  God,  and  he  wanted  us  to  talk  with  God  as 
he  did.    He  told  us  some  things  about  prayer.    He  said  that 
when  we  pray  we  ought  to  go  into  a  closet.    Not  literally, 
perhaps  9  but  suggesting  here  that  prayer  requires  concen- 
tration and  freedom  from  distraction.    He  said  that  prayer 
was  not  a  matter  of  quantity  but  quaiity0    That  we  shouldn't 
become  involved  in  vain  repetitions ,  gabbiings  or  babblings, 
like  the  heathen,      (Mat  6:7  ) 

In  answer  to  the  request,  "Lord,  teach  us  to  pray" 
he  gave  us  what  we  now  refer  to  as  The  Lord's  Prayer,  a 
prayer  without  rival  in  the  devotional  literature  of  the  world. 
This  prayer  stands  as  a  model  for  ail  who  would  learn  to 
pray.    It  is  instructive  that  in  that  prayer  there  is  very  little 
mention  of  material  things.    This  is  where  most  of  us  start 
and  where  most  of  us  stop.    The  only  petition  in  that  prayer 
for  anything  material  is  the  prayer  for  bread.    But  before 
that  we  pray  that  a  name  might  be  hallowed,  that  a  kingdom 
may  come,  that  a  will  might  be  done.    For  the  true  object 
of  Christian  prayer  is  not  that  God's  will  may  be  changed 
but  that  his  will  may  be  done. 

In  Jesus'  mind  prayer  was  not  a  burden  to  be  en- 
joined upon  us,  but  a  privilege  in  which  he  wished  us  to 
share.    St,  Paul  was  carrying  forward  Jesus'  understand- 
ing of  prayer  when  in  his  letters  to  the  young  churches ,  he 
said  such  things  as  "pray  without  ceasing,"  ( 1  Thes,  5:17) 
and  "Be  anxious  for  nothing,  but  in  everything  through 
prayer  and  supplication  let  your  requests  be  made  known 
unto  God."    (Phil.  4:6) 


Prayer  was  a  vital  part  of  Jesus'  life  and  Jesus  in- 
tended that  prayer  should  be  a  vital  part  of  ours.    We  come 
then  to  the  question  how  to  explain  the  uneasiness  that  we 
have  regarding  prayer?    There  are,  I  think,  but  two  ways 
of  accounting  for  it.    First,  it  may  be  that  we  have  simply 
outgrown  prayer.    Perhaps  prayer  was  an  interim  counsel 
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that  Jesus  gave  that  had  relevance  only  for  those  who  lived 
in  less  enlightened  times  than  our  own. 

In  our  day  we  do  not  pray  before  an  examination,  we 
simply  study.    We  do  not  pray  for  rain,  we  simply  seed  the 
clouds.    When  a  friend  is  ill  we  do  not  indulge  in  incantations 
by  his  bedside,  rather  we  call  in  a  notable  physician.    We 
do  not  pray  for  peace  today,  we  train  statesmen  in  the  art 
of  conflict  resolution.    And  when  there  is  need  to  damp  down 
the  friction  of  personalities  we  do  not  think  of  prayer,  but 
rather  turn  directly  to  a  book  on  group  dynamics. 

Perhaps  we  have  outgrown  prayer.    Perhaps  our  age 
is  so  advanced  that  we  have  passed  beyond  the  need  to  pray. 
In  an  emergency  we  may  blurt  out  a  prayer,  but  this  is  a 
pardonable  regression.    Prayer  in  the  twentieth  century 
really  doesn't  matter ! 

The  other  proposition  that  might  explain  our  uneasi- 
ness with  prayer  is  this:    Prayer  still  matters,  but  we  have 
neglected  it.    A  society  that  so  badly  mangles  its  personal 
relationships,  that  is  so  heavily  addicted  to  drugs  and  sopo- 
rifics, so  dependent  on  the  skills  and  insights  of  psychiatry 
--  such  a  society  is  hardly  qualified  to  pronounce  on  the 
worthlessness  of  prayer!    It's  the  "in"  things  these  days  to 
talk  about  the  quality  of  life.    When  that  term  is  used  we  are 
accustomed  to  thinking  of  man's  environment  --  his  physi- 
cal, his  social  and  his  economic  environment.    But  what 
about  the  inner  environment?    What  about  the  atmosphere 
that  a  man  carries  with  him  and  transports  into  his  home, 
into  his  social  relationships  and  into  his  work? 

We  seem  to  be  suffering  as  a  people  from  a  lack  of 
the  very  things  that  prayer  can  help  us  achieve.    We  suffer 
from  a  lack  of  depth  in  our  human  associations.    A  lack  of 
concern.    A  lack  of  focus.    A  lack  of  direction.    Our  con- 
nections with  other  human  beings  are  frequently  hard  and 
brittle. 

I  confess  that  there  are  times  when  I  wonder  about 
the  powerlessness  of  the  Christian  church.    I  walk  about 
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our  neighborhood  and  think  about  the  institutions  that  are 
established  here  in  all  of  their  beauty  for  the  promulgation 
of  the  Christian  faitho    My  mind  runs  to  the  buildings  that 
we  occupy,  the  bureaucracies  that  we  have  built9  the  wealth 
that  we  control,  the  techniques  that  we  have  mastered,  and 
the  brains  that  we  have  commandeered,  Frequently  I  am  driv- 
en to  ask  myself,  did  ever  so  many  labor  with  so  much  to 
produce  so  little? 

Jesus  said,  not  to  the  world  at  large,  mark  you,  but 
to  his  own  disciples,    "Without  me,  ye  can  do  nothingo" 
(John  15:5)    Oh,  we  can  build  our  buildings  and  issue  our 
position  papers .    We  can  structure  our  committees  and  hold 
our  annual  assemblies,,    But  where  it  really  matters,  where 
we  require  the  energizing  of  God5s  spirit,  it  is  still  true 
what  the  Master  said,    "Without  me  ye  can  do  nothingo"    We 
seem  to  have  everything  in  the  Christian  church  except  the 
power  of  Godvs  spirit0    We  have  a  form  of  godliness,  but 
deny  the  power  thereof „  (II  Tim*  3:5)    We  suffer  the  steril- 
ity of  abandoned  prayer. 

You  may  be  among  those  who  feel  that  we  have  out- 
grown prayer .    If  you  are,  I  should  like  to  challenge  you  to 
allow  the  other  possibility  --  that  prayer  still  matters  but 
that  we  have  neglected  it0    I  should  like  to  plead  with  ail  of 
us  to  try  prayer  again  if  we  have  abandoned  it„    Don't  say 
that  you  will  wait  until  the  major  social  problems  of  the  age 
are  solved  before  you  pray0    Your  soul  might  be  so  hardened 
by  the  time  that  day  dawns  that  you  will  have  lost  the  will  to 
pray. 

Don't  say  that  prayer  belongs  to  the  theological  ex- 
perts, to  the  ministers  and  professional  holy  men.    Jesus 
intended  that  prayer  should  be  within  the  reach  of  all0   Years 
ago  Thomas  Brooks  said:    "God  looks  not  at  the  oratory  of 
your  prayers,  how  elegant  they  may  be;  nor  at  the  geometry 
of  your  prayers,  how  long  they  may  be;  nor  at  the  arithmetic 
of  your  prayers,  how  many  they  may  be;  not  at  the  logic  of 
your  prayers,  how  methodical  they  may  be;  but  the  sincerity 
of  them  he  looks  at."  1 
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If  you  are  willing  to  begin  again  in  a  serious  quest 
for  meaningful  prayer  let  me  suggest  two  forms  that  are 
good  to  start  with.    The  first  is  the  kind  of  prayer  in  which 
at  the  beginning  of  the  day  we  pre -live  as  best  we  can  what 
the  day  may  bring.    God  has  given  us  the  power  of  anticipa- 
tion.   While  there  will  always  be  surprises  and  unpredictable 
intrusions,  most  of  the  things  that  will  try  and  nettle  us  we 
know  about  in  advance.    Before  the  first  telephone  call  is 
made,  or  the  first  lesson  is  studied,  or  the  first  letter  is 
dictated,  try  committing  the  day  to  God.    Ask  him  to  ener- 
gize by  his  presence  every  situation  and  every  personal  as- 
sociation into  which  you  will  enter  before  the  night  fails. 

The  other  form  of  prayer  that  is  readily  within  our 
reach  is  ejaculatory  prayer.    It  may  be  true  as  William 
Temple  observed  that  we  do  not  have  the  leisure  of  the  Mid- 
dle Ages  that  would  allow  us  to  sit  down  and  engage  in  pro- 
longed prayer,  recalling  in  detail  the  goodness  of  God  and 
going  on  at  great  length.    But  surely  as  we  move  about  in 
the  caverns  of  this  mighty  city  there  is  always  the  possibil- 
ity of  offering  flash  prayers  to  God.    Prayers  for  those  who 
are  hanging  on  the  same  subway  strap  with  us.    Prayers  for 
those  who  are  being  jostled  on  the  same  bus.    Prayers  as 
you  pass  a  church  for  those  who  preach  and  those  who  wor- 
ship there.    Prayers  as  you  pass  a  hospital  for  those  who 
minister  healing  and  those  who  are  sick.    Prayers  as  you 
pass  a  school  for  those  who  teach  and  those  who  learn. 
Prayers  as  you  pass  a  dilapidated  tenement  for  those  who 
are  paying  out  the  rope  of  time  in  some  lonely  flat.    Before 
long  you  will  find  that  God  has  encompassed  your  living  with 
a  glory  that  you  never  expected  and  given  you  a  companion- 
ship the  likes  of  which  you  never  knew  before. 

I  am  sure  that  some  of  this  sounds  overly  simplis- 
tic to  many  of  us  here  today.  Nevertheless,  I  am  inclined 
to  agree  with  T.S.  Eliot  when  he  said: 

"The  end  of  ail  our  exploring 
Will  be  to  arrive  where  we  started 
And  know  the  place  for  the  first  time."  2 
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A  man.  that  meant  much  to  me  in  the  early  years  of 
my  ministry  was  Dr.  Samuel  Zwemer,  a  brilliant  man  by 
any  measurement,  one  of  the  most  knowledgeable  men  re- 
garding the  whole  Arabian  world,  a  man  who  raised  a  loving 
and  faithful  witness  to  the  Moslem  community  for  many, 
many  years.    I  am  told  that  toward  the  end  of  this  great 
man's  life,  with  his  faculties  still  keen,  he  would  retire  in 
the  evening  with  the  same  prayer  that  he  had  been  taught  as 
a  child  in  the  Reformed  Church  in  Michigan: 

"Jesus,  tender  shepherd,  hear  me; 
Bless  thy  little  lamb  tonight; 
Through  the  darkness  be  thou  near  me, 
Watch  my  sleep  till  morning  light."    3 

Maybe,  after  ail,  it  is  that  simple.    Maybe  this  is 
the  end  of  all  our  religious  striving  --  to  be  able  to  fail  to 
our  knees  and  say  with  Jesus,    "Our  Father,  who  art  in 
heaven." 

I've  always  warmed  to  the  story  of  the  freckled-face 
lad  who  was  standing  along  the  banks  of  the  Mississippi 
River.    He  had  on  a  badly  battered  version  of  one  of  those 
broad-brimmed  straw  hats6    Carefully  he  cast  his  eyes  up 
stream  until  a  certain  river  boat  came  into  sight.     He  took 
off  his  hat  and  began  to  wave  the  boat  to  the  shore,  over  and 
over  again.    Presently  a  man  who  had  been  quietly  watching 
from  behind  said,    "Sonny,  don't  be  silly,  that  boat  won't 
stop  here  for  a  lad  like  you."    But  the  man  had  hardly 
finished  when  the  boat  veered  sharply  and  came  to  the  spot 
where  the  boy  was  standing  so  that  he  could  jump  on.    He 
scampered  aboard,  put  his  straw  hat  back  on  his  head  and 
shouted  over  the  rail,  "I  ain't  so  dumb  mister,  my  daddy 
pilots  this  boato" 

CLOSING  PRAYER 

"As  the  heart  panteth  for  the  water-brooks, 
And  seeks  the  shades  whence  cooling  fountains  burst; 
Even  so  for  Thee,  O  Lord,  my  spirit  fainteth, 
Thyself  alone  hath  power  to  quen  h  its  thirst."  4 

Amen, 
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